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view. Every one will admit that, as to the methods 
employed, it is a very remarkable investigation. One 
part, relating to the budgets of working men, is far 
in advance of anything done heretofore. 



Statistics of Pjrivate Indebtedness. 



BY GEORGE KIBBY HOLMES, ESQ. OF THE CENSUS OFFICE. 



My paper on "Statistics of Private Indebtedness" 
describes the methods adopted by the Census Office 
in the investigation of the Recorded Indebtedness 
of Individuals and Private Corporations and the 
investigation of Farm and Home Ownership and 
Indebtedness. 

The Census Office was compelled to confine its 
investigation of private recorded indebtedness to 
real estate mortgages, on account of the expense 
of a broader investigation covering other evidences 
of indebtedness of this character, such as chattel 
mortgages, confessions of judgment, judgment by 
judicial process, tax liens, etc. 

There were only two direct methods of attacking 
the problem of real estate mortgage indebtedness. 
One of these was a dependence solely upon the face 
of the real estate records. Preliminary experiments 
demonstrated the untrust worthiness of this method, 
and it has subseqently been ascertained that the face 
of the real estate records would exaggerate the true 
amount of real estate mortgage debt by 71 per cent. 

The other direct method was by personal canvass 
by special agents, who should make direct inquiries 
of debtors and of other persons having the required 
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information. It was feared that debtors and people 
in general would be sensitive to the investigation 
conducted in this way, and that, on this account, the 
remainder of the census would be damaged, perhaps 
beyond repair. 

For this reason, and also because this method of 
procedure would have cost more money than Congress 
would have been willing to supply, the office resorted 
to an indirect process, which was much cheaper than 
any other, for the purpose of determining the amount 
of existing debt and also for showing the real estate 
mortgage movement of the last decade. Abstracts 
of all the mortgages made during the decade in the 
United States were made by special agents ; the 
average life of mortgage debt from the time the 
mortgages were made to the time of their cancella- 
tson was ascertained, an equation of time and amount 
of debt being computed in this average; the propor- 
tion of partial payments was determined in 102 
counties, in which the existing debt was also ascer- 
tained by personal inquiry of debtors and other 
persons. With these data the office decided to arrive 
at the amount of existing indebtedness by taking 
the indebtedness incurred during a period of time 
preceding January 1, 1890, corresponding to the 
average equated life of mortgage debt in each 
county, and by subtracting from this sum the pro- 
portion of partial payments determined in the neigh- 
boring counties of the 102 counties above mentioned. 

The accuracy of this process can be tested in the 
102 counties, because in them the existing indebted- 
ness has been determined not only by computation 
but by reports received from persons having a knowl- 
edge of the facts; and these tests show that the error 
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ranges from 0.26 to 18.58 per cent in such counties 
of the 102 as have been tabulated, and that the 
average error in all these tabulated counties is 0.98 
per cent. 

In the plan of investigating farm and home owner- 
ship and indebtedness resort was had to a combina- 
tion of methods rather than to risk the success of 
the investigation upon one method. It was entirely 
impracticable to depend upon the real estate records, 
and the office did not dare to call on the enumerators 
to obtain all of the information required by law. 

The scheme that was finally adopted depended 
upon the enumerators to lay the foundation for sub- 
sequent work. They were required to report whether 
each family hired or owned the farm or home it 
occupied; if it owned, whether the farm or home 
was free of incumbrance; and if not free of incum- 
brance, the enumerators were required to report the 
postoffice address of the owner. 

In the next step it was the plan to send a simple 
schedule to every person reported by enumerators as 
occupying an incumbered farm or home owned by 
him, with a request to report the unpaid amount of 
the incumbrance, the value of the farm or home, the 
rate of interest paid on the debt and the reason why 
it was incurred. Having exhausted the mail, the 
next proposition was to send special agents to glean 
what information they could get concerning the 
remaining families in regard to which report had not 
been received and, having exhausted their inquiries, 
the special agents were to resort to the records to 
take such evidence as could be found in them. This 
plan was carried out as far as the appropriations 
made by Congress would permit and, at any rate, 
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sufficiently to reduce unknown quantities to a point 
where they do not materially damage the results. 

The subjects of these investigations are new and 
are regarded as being the most difficult ones ever 
undertaken by a statistical office. Together they 
have required the printing of about 70,000,000 blanks; 
and they are of greater magnitude than that of any 
census previous to 1850 and are equal that of any 
census previous to 1870. 



The Measurement of Price Movements. 



BY PROFESSOR ROLAND P. FALKNER, OF THE UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA. 



Two investigations have been undertaken; first, 
one to ascertain by statistical means the effect of the 
tariff on prices and wages, and second, an investiga- 
tion of the history of prices from 1840 down to the 
present time. The details of the collection of these 
materials were in the hands of the Department of 
Labor. For the value of the returns, for their 
accuracy, the Department of Labor is a sufficient 
guaranty. The department has canvassed all the 
possible cases which could have been brought to bear 
on the subject and obtained results which have been 
adequate to the purpose the committee had in view. 
The work I had the pleasure of conducting for the 
committee was the analysis of the returns as pre- 
sented to me by the Department of Labor. 

In the first place we have criticised the prices. 
These were the first pre-requisites of the investiga- 
tion, and unless the series were a comparable series it 
could not be used for the purpose we have had in 



